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Abstract 
 
Cultural re-entry – the process of returning to one’s home culture after an overseas sojourn – 
is ostensibly a return to the familiar: familiar places and familiar people. Yet, this simplistic 
understanding of the phenomenon belies its multi-layered, complex nature. More 
appropriately framed as a psychological process than one of physical relocation, re-entry is 
characteristically challenging for sojourners, its impact being felt affectively, behaviourally 
and cognitively. Despite being a focus of research for half a century, the challenges 
associated with re-entry remain primarily unexpected, by both sojourners and those at home. 
The cost –personal, social and financial – of such ignorance is great. As globalization and 
concomitant increased travel becomes a reality, an increasing number of people world-wide 
will experience the phenomenon of re-entry. 
 
This longitudinal qualitative study sought to explore the experiences and perceptions of six 
university students during the first six months of their return to their home culture from an 
international exchange. Employing a narrative inquiry approach, this study sought open-
ended exploration, the purpose of which was to understand rather than explain the experience. 
It was motivated by a desire to enhance multiple meanings as opposed to enhancing certainty. 
In presenting six individual stories this study gave voice to experience, and in doing so, 
traded generalisation for particularisation. 
 
There are a number of provocative findings from this study. First, the study underscored the 
inherently idiosyncratic nature of each person’s re-entry experience. Second, it reinforced the 
notion of cultural adjustment as a process, the symbiotic relationship between the overseas 
experience and re-entry clearly discernible. Third, affective and cognitive processes (internal) 
– as opposed to behavioural processes (external) – were found to dominate the participants’ 
re-entry experiences. Finally, relationships emerged as the most significant and powerful 
variable in the re-entry experience, a finding which positions re-entry as a social rather than a 
personal phenomenon. 
 
While students were the lens through which the phenomenon of re-entry was explored in this 
study, these findings may be of interest to the myriad groups who undertake sojourns – not 
only prospective sojourners, but also their families, friends and colleagues, and those 











   





First and foremost, I wish to express my deep gratitude towards the six participants in this 
research project – ‘Lynette’, ‘Rebecca’, ‘Joseph’, ‘Marie’, ‘Kate’ and ‘James’ – all of whom 
shared their re-entry stories willingly and generously so that others might come to understand 
the phenomenon of cultural re-entry more fully. 
 
I would like to thank my two supervisors, Dr Tim Moss and Dr Sharon Pittaway for their 
unerring confidence, wise counsel and critical reading during this research project.  
 
I would also like to acknowledge the patience of my two children, Justin and Rachael, who 
endured many years of ‘absence’, both literal and metaphoric, while their mother completed 
her research. 
 
Finally, my heartfelt thanks to my husband, Rob, who, having ‘been there and done that’, was 



























   
  v 
Contents 
 
ABSTRACT ........................................................................................................................................ III 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ................................................................................................................ IV 
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION ......................................................................................................... 1 
WHEN FAMILIAR BECOMES UNFAMILIAR ............................................................................................. 1 
THE PHENOMENON OF RE-ENTRY ......................................................................................................... 3 
SIGNIFICANCE OF RE-ENTRY RESEARCH ............................................................................................... 7 
Increased movement between cultures ........................................................................................... 8 
Prioritising of cultural adjustment ................................................................................................. 9 
Cost .............................................................................................................................................. 10 
Re-entry research in Australia ..................................................................................................... 10 
APPROACHES TO STUDY ..................................................................................................................... 10 
Researcher voice .......................................................................................................................... 12 
CONTEXT OF THE STUDY .................................................................................................................... 13 
Home culture ................................................................................................................................ 13 
Participants .................................................................................................................................. 14 
ORGANISATION OF THE DISSERTATION .............................................................................................. 15 
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW ........................................................................................... 17 
INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................................................. 17 
DEFINING TERMS ............................................................................................................................... 21 
ESTABLISHING A CONTEXT FOR THE LITERATURE REVIEW ................................................................. 24 
The relationship between cultural adjustment and re-entry ......................................................... 24 
The expanding volume of literature ............................................................................................. 25 
The disciplinary bases of the cultural adjustment literature ........................................................ 26 
THE STRUCTURE OF THIS LITERATURE REVIEW .................................................................................. 27 
AFFECTIVE DIMENSION ...................................................................................................................... 28 
The psychological impact of re-entry ........................................................................................... 29 
Early cultural adjustment literature ............................................................................................. 32 
Theoretical models ....................................................................................................................... 33 
Individual characteristics ............................................................................................................. 39 
Situational characteristics ........................................................................................................... 40 
Coping strategies ......................................................................................................................... 42 
Summary ...................................................................................................................................... 45 
BEHAVIOUR DIMENSION .................................................................................................................... 45 
Critical variables ......................................................................................................................... 49 
Cultural distance ...................................................................................................................................... 50 
Previous overseas experience ................................................................................................................... 51 
Length of time overseas ........................................................................................................................... 51 
Overseas adjustment ................................................................................................................................ 52 
Relationship with host nationals .............................................................................................................. 53 
Training ........................................................................................................................................ 53 
Communication ............................................................................................................................ 57 
Summary ...................................................................................................................................... 60 
COGNITIVE DIMENSION ...................................................................................................................... 61 
Cognitive dissonance ................................................................................................................... 61 
Values ........................................................................................................................................... 63 
Expectations ................................................................................................................................. 64 
Identity ......................................................................................................................................... 68 
Summary ...................................................................................................................................... 73 
METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES IN THE RE-ENTRY LITERATURE ................................................................ 73 
CONCLUSION ..................................................................................................................................... 74 
CHAPTER 3: WAYS OF KNOWING - METHODOLOGY (1) ..................................................... 76 
INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................................................. 76 
ONTOLOGICAL AND EPISTEMOLOGICAL POSITIONING ........................................................................ 78 
Knowledge claims ........................................................................................................................ 79 
Alternative approaches to the human sciences ............................................................................ 82 
Fundamental purposes of human inquiry ..................................................................................... 83 
   
  vi 
Paradigmatic and narrative modes of cognition .......................................................................... 83 
Summary ...................................................................................................................................... 84 
NARRATIVE ....................................................................................................................................... 84 
Defining narrative ........................................................................................................................ 85 
Defining narrative inquiry ........................................................................................................... 87 
The centrality of meaning ............................................................................................................. 88 
Cross-disciplinarity ...................................................................................................................... 89 
Why narrative? ............................................................................................................................. 89 
INTERVIEWING ................................................................................................................................... 91 
Interview style .............................................................................................................................. 91 
The interview as a co-construction .............................................................................................. 93 
Recruitment .................................................................................................................................. 94 
Coordinating the data gathering .................................................................................................. 97 
Structuring the interviews ............................................................................................................ 99 
Pilot interview .......................................................................................................................................... 99 
Interview one ......................................................................................................................................... 100 
Interview two ......................................................................................................................................... 101 
Interview three ....................................................................................................................................... 103 
Longitudinal, not cross-sectional ............................................................................................... 104 
ETHICAL ISSUES ............................................................................................................................... 105 
Relationship with participants ................................................................................................... 106 
Defining roles ........................................................................................................................................ 108 
Interviewer self-disclosure ..................................................................................................................... 109 
Concluding the relationship ................................................................................................................... 111 
CONCLUSION ................................................................................................................................... 113 
CHAPTER 4: WAYS OF TELLING - METHODOLOGY (2) ..................................................... 114 
INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................ 114 
WHY ANALYSE? ............................................................................................................................... 114 
THE PROCESS OF ANALYSIS .............................................................................................................. 117 
Broad frameworks ...................................................................................................................... 117 
Specific approach ....................................................................................................................... 118 
Working with the transcripts ...................................................................................................... 119 
The narrative construction ......................................................................................................... 121 
The meta-analysis....................................................................................................................... 125 
Reviewing ................................................................................................................................... 126 
REPRESENTING THE PARTICIPANTS .................................................................................................. 127 
Voice .......................................................................................................................................... 130 
ISSUES OF VALIDITY ......................................................................................................................... 131 
READING THE NARRATIVES .............................................................................................................. 132 
CONCLUSION ................................................................................................................................... 133 
CHAPTER 5: EVOLUTION - LYNETTE ...................................................................................... 134 
INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................ 134 
BEING IN MALTA ............................................................................................................................. 135 
Room with a view ....................................................................................................................... 135 
Understanding Malta ................................................................................................................. 137 
Exploring .................................................................................................................................... 138 
Relationships .............................................................................................................................. 140 
Academe ..................................................................................................................................... 142 
BEING HOME .................................................................................................................................... 143 
Disengaging, reengaging ........................................................................................................... 143 
After two months ................................................................................................................................... 143 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 144 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 147 
Redefining self and home ........................................................................................................... 148 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 148 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 150 
Final words ................................................................................................................................ 152 
MAKING MEANING ........................................................................................................................... 152 
How prior experience affected the re-entry................................................................................ 152 
Theme emerging from the narrative ........................................................................................... 154 
From other to self ................................................................................................................................... 154 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 156 
   
  vii 
CHAPTER 6: CERTITUDE - REBECCA ...................................................................................... 158 
INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................ 158 
BEING IN SWEDEN ........................................................................................................................... 159 
The initial invitation ................................................................................................................... 159 
Being switched on ...................................................................................................................... 160 
Creating a ‘box’ ......................................................................................................................... 161 
Communal Living ....................................................................................................................... 162 
School’s in .................................................................................................................................. 164 
The good, the bad and the ugly: Memories of Europe ............................................................... 165 
Bittersweet goodbyes .................................................................................................................. 167 
BEING HOME .................................................................................................................................... 168 
Living in suspension ................................................................................................................... 169 
After two months ................................................................................................................................... 169 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 169 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 173 
Uni – prescribed, not negotiated ................................................................................................ 175 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 175 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 176 
Changed self – the ‘real me’ ...................................................................................................... 176 
After two months ................................................................................................................................... 176 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 178 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 180 
Final words ................................................................................................................................ 182 
MAKING MEANING ........................................................................................................................... 183 
How prior experience affected the re-entry................................................................................ 183 
Themes emerging from the narrative ......................................................................................... 186 
New perspective on old .......................................................................................................................... 186 
Coping strategies.................................................................................................................................... 187 
Renewal ................................................................................................................................................. 189 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 189 
CHAPTER 7: STASIS - JOSEPH .................................................................................................... 191 
INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................ 191 
BEING IN JAPAN ............................................................................................................................... 193 
Living in Nagoya ........................................................................................................................ 193 
Campus life ................................................................................................................................ 195 
Being a foreigner........................................................................................................................ 197 
BEING HOME ................................................................................................................................... 199 
Reluctant return ......................................................................................................................... 200 
After two months ................................................................................................................................... 200 
New Spaces ................................................................................................................................ 201 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 201 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 202 
Steering a new course ................................................................................................................ 203 
After two months ................................................................................................................................... 203 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 204 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 205 
Waiting ....................................................................................................................................... 206 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 206 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 207 
Recognising difference ............................................................................................................... 207 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 207 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 208 
Final words ................................................................................................................................ 209 
MAKING MEANING ........................................................................................................................... 209 
How prior experience affected the re-entry................................................................................ 209 
Themes emerging from the narrative ......................................................................................... 211 
Cultural identity ..................................................................................................................................... 211 
Empowerment ........................................................................................................................................ 212 
Expectations ........................................................................................................................................... 213 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 214 
CHAPTER 8: REAPPRAISAL - MARIE ....................................................................................... 215 
INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................ 215 
BEING IN SWEDEN ........................................................................................................................... 217 
   
  viii 
Sisterhood................................................................................................................................... 217 
Being social ................................................................................................................................ 218 
Being academic .......................................................................................................................... 222 
BEING HOME .................................................................................................................................... 224 
Been there, done that .................................................................................................................. 224 
After two months ................................................................................................................................... 224 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 225 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 228 
The new old me .......................................................................................................................... 228 
After two months ................................................................................................................................... 229 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 229 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 231 
A new way of seeing ................................................................................................................... 232 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 232 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 235 
Return to darkness...................................................................................................................... 236 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 236 
Final words ................................................................................................................................ 237 
MAKING MEANING ........................................................................................................................... 238 
How prior experience affected the re-entry................................................................................ 238 
Themes emerging from the narrative ......................................................................................... 242 
Reflective observation ........................................................................................................................... 242 
Social support ........................................................................................................................................ 243 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 244 
CHAPTER 9: IRRESOLUTION - KATE ....................................................................................... 245 
INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................ 245 
BEING IN CANADA ........................................................................................................................... 246 
Exploring .................................................................................................................................... 246 
Breaking and making the rules ................................................................................................... 248 
Academe ..................................................................................................................................... 251 
BEING HOME .................................................................................................................................... 252 
Renegotiating space and place ................................................................................................... 253 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 253 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 256 
Staying motivated ....................................................................................................................... 258 
After two months ................................................................................................................................... 258 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 259 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 260 
Doing more and doing less......................................................................................................... 260 
After two months ................................................................................................................................... 260 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 260 
Final words ................................................................................................................................ 262 
MAKING MEANING ........................................................................................................................... 263 
How prior experience affected the re-entry................................................................................ 263 
Themes emerging from the narrative ......................................................................................... 265 
Relationships.......................................................................................................................................... 265 
Loss and change ..................................................................................................................................... 267 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 268 
CHAPTER 10: METAMORPHOSIS - JAMES ............................................................................. 269 
INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................ 269 
BEING IN SCOTLAND ........................................................................................................................ 270 
Six degrees of separation ........................................................................................................... 270 
Epiphanies .................................................................................................................................. 271 
Being marginalised .................................................................................................................... 273 
Navigating life in Scotland ......................................................................................................... 275 
BEING HOME .................................................................................................................................... 278 
Reconnecting .............................................................................................................................. 278 
After two months ................................................................................................................................... 278 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 280 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 280 
Loss of common ground ............................................................................................................. 281 
After two months ................................................................................................................................... 281 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 284 
   
  ix 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 289 
Inbetweeness .............................................................................................................................. 291 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 291 
The getting of wisdom ................................................................................................................ 294 
After two months ................................................................................................................................... 294 
After four months................................................................................................................................... 294 
After six months .................................................................................................................................... 295 
Final words ................................................................................................................................ 295 
MAKING MEANING ........................................................................................................................... 296 
How prior experience affected the re-entry................................................................................ 296 
Themes emerging from the narrative ......................................................................................... 302 
Marginalisation ...................................................................................................................................... 302 
Paradox .................................................................................................................................................. 303 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 304 
CHAPTER 11: CONCLUSION ....................................................................................................... 306 
CONCLUSIONS OF THE STUDY .......................................................................................................... 306 
IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY .......................................................................................................... 309 
SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH ............................................................................................. 310 
CONCLUDING COMMENT .................................................................................................................. 311 
REFERENCES .................................................................................................................................. 312 
 
